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Trends in Accounting Education
Dr. Guy W. Trump, CPA
In this brief article on trends in accounting 
education it will not be possible to discuss all 
of the changes that are taking place in the ed­
ucation of accountants. Certainly I am not able 
to forecast the changes that will be taking 
place over the near future, at least not with 
any great assurance. But it is nonetheless pos­
sible to discern certain changes in emphasis 
and attitude that justify this brief discussion.
As you all know, accounting is customarily 
taught within the scope of the program in busi­
ness. And business education has been under­
going significant changes, largely as a conse­
quence of the two major studies which were 
published in 1959, the Gordon-Howell study 
financed by the Ford Foundation, and the 
Pierson Report financed by the Carnegie Cor­
poration.
Both of these studies were, in large part, 
critical of the business programs for several 
reasons. Essentially the programs were criticiz­
ed for including too little general education, 
for the proliferation of courses, for consisting 
primarily of courses which described business 
practice as opposed to courses which develop­
ed the student’s analytical ability, and for fail­
ing to build sufficiently on the underlying dis­
ciplines in mathematics, statistics and proba­
bility, the behavioral sciences and economics.
Even before the two reports were completed, 
changes were taking place in the better busi­
ness schools. In the years following the appear­
ance of the reports, they have had significant 
impact upon the business school curriculums.
Interestingly enough, accounting did not re­
ceive the same type of criticism that was level­
ed at the other functional fields of business. 
The studies both recognized that accounting 
occupied a unique position, being both a recog­
nized profession in its own right and serving 
as a tool of management. It was acknowledged 
that there was far more analytical content in 
the accounting program than in most of the 
others and it was observed that accounting at­
tracted the better students in the business 
school.
But accounting educators have not been ap­
preciably more complacent about their pro­
grams and their performance than other mem­
bers of the business school faculty. So even in 
accounting we can detect changes which have 
implications for the accounting profession of 
the future. I want to single out four of these 
changes for discussion.
First, the charge of course proliferation has 
caused a serious review of the individual 
course offerings to determine that the content 
justifies the time and effort spent by faculty 
and students on the course. While in a good 
many schools traditional courses have been 
abandoned as a consequence of this critical re­
view, more often the result has been to shift 
courses from the “required” to the “elective” 
category. An example of this is the traditional 
“Governmental Accounting” course which has 
either been dropped from the curriculum en­
tirely or dropped from the courses required for 
a major in some schools.
Along with this consideration of the worth 
of the content of the courses in toto, there has 
been a critical evaluation of the sub-topics 
covered in the courses and elimination of some 
of the less significant material. This has made 
possible the reduction of the number of hours 
devoted to the course or, in some cases, a re­
alignment of course material and a substitution 
of more significant for less significant topics. 
The net effect of this change is to produce a. 
noticeable tightening of courses accompanied 
by a reduction in the number of courses and 
hours required for a major. In fact, a growing 
number of schools are accompanying this 
change with a change in terminology, dropping 
the term “major” and substituting the term 
“concentration” or “specialization.”
A second trend, which is also a consequence 
of the critical review of curriculum and course 
content, is a shift of emphasis from the “pro­
cedural” to the “conceptual.” This is a change 
with which I am in whole-hearted agreement. 
I think that the poorest course in the account­
ing curriculum for years has been the elemen­
tary course where the student was plunged 
into the realm of debits and credits, of special 
journals, and all of the rest of the mass of pro­
cedural detail without being given the per­
spective necessary to understand the purpose 
of accounting, the needs of users of accounting 
data, the limitations on the use of such data-in 
short, the conceptual framework of account­
ing. That we ever got the survivors of courses 
of this type to continue their study of account­
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ing is little short of miraculous. As a matter of 
fact, we did not attract a very large percentage 
of the elementary students into accounting ca­
reers. One not atypical school reports that less 
than 15% of those who completed the elemen­
tary course took additional courses in account­
ing.
The University of Rochester provides an in­
teresting example of these two trends. Three or 
four years ago the faculty redesigned the ele­
mentary course, making a radical shift from 
the procedural to the conceptual approach. In 
the process, the elementary course was reduced 
from two semesters to one semester. The im­
mediate consequence of this change was a 
sharp increase in student interest which was 
apparent not only in student reaction in the 
classroom but was reflected in increased en­
rollment in the courses which followed. A sec­
ond school, which operated on the quarter sys­
tem, followed the Rochester pattern, reduced 
the elementary course to one quarter by shift­
ing to the conceptual approach, and saw en­
rollment in the intermediate course increase by 
four times! In both schools, tests administered 
at the end of the one-term elementary course 
indicated that the students, on the average, had 
at least as solid a grounding in accounting prin­
ciples, a much better conceptual foundation, 
and almost as much procedural know-how as 
had students in the orthodox course. At a time 
when there is such a shortage of entrants into 
the field, this is a most significant experiment.
The third trend that I perceive is what I 
call the “interdisciplinary” shift. There are 
really two facets to this trend or at least two 
discernable manifestations of the shift.
The first of these relates to the total educa­
tion of accountants and is highlighted in the 
forthcoming book, “Horizons for a Profession,” 
the report of the study of the common body of 
knowledge for CPAs. In recent years, business 
management has become increasingly an inter­
disciplinary activity in which the scope of the 
increasingly complex problems require increas­
ingly broad-gauge people. Accounting, from its 
vantage point in the business schools, has 
shared in the broadening education for busi­
ness generally—and properly so. In his role as 
auditor, or adviser to management, or as con­
sultant on tax matters, the public accountant’s 
understanding of the environment in which the 
business operates, the institutions with which it 
deals, and the people who are the business 
needs to be at least as comprehensive as that of 
management, quite aside from the desirability 
of his being a well-rounded, well-informed citi­
zen.
In “Horizons for a Profession” the authors, in 
speaking of the humanities, say, “The humani­
ties are the hallmarks of cultivated men and 
women, and we can express the strong hope 
that beginning CPAs will of their own volition 
pursue culture as it is exemplified in these areas 
of learning.” But for portions of the humani­
ties, the authors express more than hope, even 
insistence, that the beginning CPA have know­
ledge. These topics include logic, ethics, and 
communication. Again, to quote, “. . . begin­
ning CPAs must have sufficient knowledge of 
logic to demonstrate capability. Certainly, near­
ly everything done in future professional prac­
tice will be bound by the tenets of logic, for 
which understanding will be essential.” Cer­
tainly a classic example of the importance of 
logic is manifest in systems analysis and design 
which is increasingly being offered in the ac­
counting curriculum. The advent of the com­
puter and its unwavering insistence upon logic 
have even increased the traditional requirement 
for logical thinking.
“Ethics, while more elusive to impart and 
ascertain, is comparably fundamental. If there 
were no ethical foundation to the profession, 
there would in fact be no profession. Beginning 
CPAs, we believe, should know these ethical 
precepts, not in the manner of dogma or cate­
chism but in full understanding of their signif­
icance to their own futures, as well as to the 
future of their profession.” The new CPA 
should not have been exposed to the concepts 
of ethics only in a chapter in the auditing 
course. While the authors really are not con­
cerned with where he learns it, they are insis­
tent that the CPA be aware of the significance 
of ethical concepts in everything that he does.
But the major emphasis of the section on 
humanities is on the topic of written and spo­
ken English. The authors consider this to be so 
important that they recommend that one whose 
English competence is unacceptable should be 
denied entrance to the profession regardless 
of his technical competence. They deplore the 
practice of college faculties ignoring the qual­
ity of the writing in grading written materials 
submitted in other courses. They feel it im­
portant that constant pressure be kept on the 
student to write coherently and concisely and 
to become aware that the quality of the writing 
is of importance equal to the quality of the 
technical content.
The authors are insistent that the new CPA 
be knowledgeable in economics and I quote, 
“Knowledge of micro-economics can provide 
the CPA with the tools of analysis used in his
(Continued on page 8)
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day-to-day work; knowledge of macro-econom­
ics, pertaining to the economy as a whole, can 
provide him with perspective. We regard such 
knowledge as comparably desirable not only 
as intellectual background but also for essential 
understanding. As the organizations served by 
CPA’s grow increasingly large, diverse and in­
ternational in the scope of their activities, and 
as government policies increasingly seek to con­
trol the economy, CPA’s must increasingly be­
come participants in the formulation of those 
policies, as well as advisers to those affected 
by them. Understanding of such matters as 
monetary theory, resource allocation, business 
cycles, international finance, national income 
and its measurement, labor economics and eco­
nomic planning therefore become significant 
parts of the CPA’s intellectual armament. Com­
parably, the institutions which comprise the 
economy, the nature and interactions of govern­
ment, industry, unions, financial institutions, 
and the like become germane to the profes­
sional practice of accounting.”
But with respect to micro-economics, the 
economics of the firm, the authors believe more 
extensive knowledge to be desirable, this being 
the domain of the individual organization, 
where economic events are translated into dol­
lars, where there is concern with such mat­
ters as value, prices, competition, investments, 
financial position, income. Knowledge of micro­
economics should encompass the nature of eco­
nomic forces which affect the firm: the relation­
ship of price to demand, the behavior of costs, 
cost concepts (marginal, opportunity, etc.), 
productivity, the role of government in the reg­
ulation of business. Some familiarity with anti­
trust measures, public utility regulation, pro­
hibitions of price discrimination and restrictions 
on the movement of international capital, as 
mechanisms of government regulation, should 
also be understood.
In the other behavioral sciences, the authors 
specified the fields of psychology and sociology 
for particular attention. They make the point 
that CPAs work in and for organizations and 
that an understanding of the nature of organi­
zations and the behavior of the people who 
make them up is essential. They point out that 
behavioral research is yielding applicable in­
sights of significant value. “Knowledge that 
local autonomy yields better organization per­
formance than does tight central control does 
not prescribe what an executive should do nor 
tell him how to do it but it does tell him some­
thing of transcendent importance about moti­
vation which, granted adequate understanding, 
he may use to great advantage. In the same 
way behavioral research studies of communi­
cation, decision-making, innovation, conflict, 
leadership, authority, learning, perception and 
creativity are providing knowledge which can­
not be categorically prescribed or, like a poul­
tice, applied, but which can be understood 
and used to great advantage.”
While changes in the behavioral sciences re­
main largely prospective, the impact of mathe­
matics, statistics, and probability upon the world 
of formal organization, and hence upon the 
practices of CPAs, already is present. The au­
thors believe that “Tomorrow’s CPAs (must) 
have the same feeling for, understanding of 
and facility with the symbols of mathematics 
that they have always had with numbers, the 
symbol of arithmetic.” They point out:
“1. CPAs increasingly are confronted with 
problems of sampling, both in the installation 
of financial information systems for their clients 
and in the conduct of their audits. As these 
practices grow, empirical, judgmental samples 
will no longer suffice; understanding of sam­
pling theory will be required.
“2. CPAs increasingly are confronted with 
mathematically derived decision rules in the 
systems of their clients’ organizations. To con­
duct audits in such situations, understanding 
will, to say the least, be necessary.
“3. CPAs themselves increasingly are en­
gaged in the performances of services for their 
clients which utilize quantitative methodolo­
gies.
“4. Information and control systems often 
are encountered by CPAs in performance of 
the audit function and in providing advisory 
services. A measure of mathematical sophistica­
tion is necessary in many such situations.
“5. It appears probable that accounting it­
self, at both operational and instructional levels 
increasingly will make use of symbolic no­
tations.”
Unlike other recommendations of the study 
which specify knowledge which the CPA 
should have but makes no effort to indicate 
how he should acquire it, in the case of mathe­
matics it is pointed out that the nature of the 
topic makes it most suitable for formal instruc­
tion and should, therefore, be included in the 
collegiate education of prospective CPAs.
The point of reciting these recommendations 
of the study is to emphasize the necessity of 
a broad, interdisciplinary education for account­
ing. The trend to provide this kind of educa­
tion is already apparent in the better business
(Concluded on page 10)
8
Trends in Accounting Education
(Continued from page 8 )
schools. While the amount of course time allo­
cated to these fields in the humanities, social 
sciences and the quantitative areas differs among 
schools, more and more schools are requiring 
basic work in the behavioral sciences and in 
mathematics. Economics has long been re­
quired, but typically not much, if any, work is 
required in logic and ethics. I think I can safe­
ly say that written English is uniformly requir­
ed while courses in spoken English are generally 
available. But, alas, the presence of the re­
quired or elective courses in these topics does 
not guarantee that the college graduate will 
be competent in either. This is a major concern 
for accountants.
The other manifestation of this interdiscipli­
nary shift is the adoption, within the account­
ing courses, of measures and analytical techni­
ques developed in other disciplines. We could 
readily cite the use of break-even analysis, bor­
rowed from economics, or sampling techniques, 
borrowed from statistics. There is a growing 
acceptance that, in the measurement of ec­
onomic data, accounting may properly make 
use of the tools of any of the disciplines that 
may be used effectively.
The fourth trend that I want to single out for 
attention is the shift in emphasis from public 
accounting to managerial accounting. I am not 
at all certain that I can explain this shift, al­
though the shift itself is clearly evident. I sus­
pect that a complex of factors are involved, 
among them the emphasis placed upon the 
Ph.D. degree in the academic world and the 
growing numbers of accounting teachers earn­
ing the degree; an accompanying decline in the 
significance of the CPA certificate for account­
ing teachers; the extensive experience require­
ment for the certificate; and perhaps others. 
I am not really concerned that the teach­
ing emphasis is on managerial uses of account­
ing, for this will be useful to the CPA as well. 
But I am concerned that this emphasis may be 
subconsciously interpreted by the student as 
what I call “silent counseling.” If the net effect 
is to encourage students to by-pass careers in 
public accounting, then all of us need to be 
concerned because the profession needs all of 
the bright young people it can get.
These are the major trends that I perceive 
in accounting education today. While not all 
of them are encouraging, I must conclude that 
the overall impact is decidedly on the plus side. 
I have no doubt that the education the ac­
counting student of today is getting in the 
good business schools is infinitely better than 
it was twenty years ago—or, for that matter, 
even ten years ago.
Federal Government Accounting
(Continued from page 6)
In other words, the individual agency now 
has at its disposal the money which has been 
appropriated to it by Congress. This does not 
mean that the agency itself may now disburse 
these funds. All disbursements are made through 
the Division of Disbursement of the Treasury 
Department, from properly certified vouchers. 
Even requests for imprest funds or petty cash 
are so processed. Each month the Disbursing 
Officer renders to the agency a “STATEMENT 
OF ACCOUNT” which reflects the debits and 
credits to the account in the same manner as 
a bank statement.
On the other side of the coin, this Division 
is accountable for revenues collected for the 
United States Government. Each agency must 
deposit all such revenues directly with the 
Treasury, properly classified according to ap­
propriation, fund and receipt account. No 
agency is permitted to use these revenue funds 
for disbursements. As previously stated, all 
disbursements must be made from the appro­
priation, through the Disbursing Office.
In addition to the disbursement and collec­
tion functions, the Treasury Department is 
charged with the responsibility of ascertaining 
that a sufficient amount of cash is in the 
Treasury at all times to pay obligations as they 
fall due, and with the responsibility of main­
taining the central and summary accounts of 
the Government.
To pursue these functions, the Division of 
Central Accounts maintains for the Federal 
Government a unified system of central account­
ing, comprising cash assets, liabilities, revenues 
and expenditures, and a related set of subsidiary 
budgetary records classified according to ap­
propriation, fund, and receipt account. Through 
this system, the central accounts of the Federal 
Government are integrated with the accounts 
of the Treasurer of the United States and with 
those of all other agencies of the Government. 
The central accounts provide the accounting 
basis for compilation of financial data, cover­
ing receipt and expenditure transactions, for 
the official financial statements of the Federal 
Government as a whole.
The Federal accounting system may very 
well be likened to the familiar “Home Office- 
Branch” accounting of private industry, with 
its central and controlling accounts. As a matter 
of fact, many accounting principles and stand­
ards apply to both commercial and govern­
mental accounting. Whatever differences exist 
between governmental and commercial ac­
counting stem from the two fundamental
(Continued on page 12)
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